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EMILY KNGWARREYE: THE IMPOSSIBLE PAINTER 
 
 
 
Emily Kngwarreye, Big Yam Dreaming (1995) 
 
What follows is a preview of an exhibition held at the Queensland Art Gallery 
in Brisbane, Alhalkere: Paintings from Utopia, by the Aboriginal artist Emily 
Kngwarreye. It was undoubtedly one of the most important exhibitions held in 
Australia in the last 20 years, insofar as Kngwarreye’s paintings, executed in a 
series of gestural stripes rather than in the previous method of dots, seemed to 
break out of the category of anthropology and position themselves in the 
category of art. In other words, art critics were forced for the first time to think 
(or to think again) about the adequacy of an art-historical discourse for the 
discussion of Aboriginal art.  
 
My article is essentially an argument with one of the essays in the catalogue for 
the exhibition, by the eminent Australian art historian Roger Benjamin, which 
notes the prevailing Eurocentrism of the way Kngwarreye has so far been 
discussed and proposes a language more “attuned” to her specific cultural 
context. This, in a sense, is obviously correct and marks a tremendous step 
forward in its sensitivity towards Aboriginal art. I wished only to move the 
conversation on a little by suggesting that there could be no solution to the 
“problem” of Aboriginal art and that even the most “attuned” criticism would 
eventually be revealed as Eurocentric.  My paradoxical suggestion – 
undoubtedly inspired by my reading of Slavoj Žižek at the time – was that the 
real “Aboriginality” was not to be seen out there, in some beyond or otherness 
that language could never capture, but was to be found “in here”, in the very 
failure and contradictions of even the most attuned and sensitive criticism. This 
is a reflection in part of the fact that not only is the very notion of “art” Western, 
but that Aboriginal “art” would not exist except for the desire of a certain 
Western audience to see and possess it. 
 
Undoubtedly, not all of this is stated as clearly as it could have been in the 
original article. My only excuse is that I was writing in haste and with a sense of 
intellectual excitement, shared by many of my colleagues at the time, at the 
sheerly overwhelming and powerfully enigmatic experience of Kngwarreye’s 
art. Many years later, a comprehensive anthology of Australian art writers’ 
attempts to grapple with Aboriginal art was compiled by Ian McLean, How 
Aborigines Invented the Idea of Contemporary Art (2012). In having this essay 
translated into Portuguese and published in Brazil, my hope is that readers there 
and in South America more generally might see the analogies between what 
happened in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s and their own situations. 
 
Rex Butler, Brisbane, February 2014, on the occasion of the translation of ‘The 
Impossible Painter’, originally published in Australian Art Collector 2, October-
December 1997, for the Guarini community in São Paulo.     
 
*         *          * 
 
How to talk about Emily Kngwarreye, the great Aboriginal woman artist from 
Utopia, some 270 kms north east of Alice Springs? Despite the apparent 
difficulty in doing so, many have tried. During her brief eight-year career, her 
works were compared to the subtle grids and translucent washes of the 
American Minimalist Agnes Martin, to the vibrating fields of dots of the 
pointillist Georges Seurat, to the gestural loops and swirls of the Abstract 
Expressionists Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning. In the newspaper 
obituaries for her death last year, critics spoke of her as a “homegrown Monet” 
and as a “kind of magical re-appearance of Matisse”; her canvases were seen as 
part of a wider “renaissance” of Aboriginal art, involving also such desert 
communities as Papunya and Napperby. 
 
What do we notice here? All of these comparisons are insistently Eurocentric; 
and even when Kngwarreye’s work is related to that of other Aboriginal artists, 
this is only see them as part of a unified race and culture when in fact they are 
not. And this goes for any of the other categories we might apply to her work. 
Take, for example, the concept of “art”. In a way, to call Kngwarreye’s 
paintings art is wrong. It is to neglect the tribal, ceremonial aspects of her 
practice, its origins in body decoration and song. It is to overlook – though these 
are again the wrong words – its custodial and commemorative intent. Or take 
the word “spirituality”. On the one hand, the quality of Kngwarreye’s work that 
appeals to us – like that of earlier artists like Pollock and Barnett Newman – is 
its seeming spirituality, the sense that unlike so much contemporary abstraction 
it is not merely decorative or ornamental. Its marks, as it were, mean something, 
speak of matters beyond art, are ideographic, to use Newman’s word (and, 
remember, Newman was profoundly influenced by the art of Native Americans 
and South Pacific Islanders in the formulation of his theories). On the other 
hand, the word “spiritual” seems misplaced, strikes us as colonising, as seeing 
the work from an exclusively Western perspective. What right do we have to 
call Aboriginal Dreamings – already a translation – a form of spirituality? What 
purchase could the notion of the spiritual have in a society in which there is no 
split between the mind and the body, the self and the other, man and nature? 
 
It is the same for all of the other terms that we might use to discuss 
Kngwarreye: expressiveness, innovation, originality, authenticity, formal 
success or failure. It is the only language we possess to say what moves us 
about the work; and yet it also seems wrong, somehow fractured by the 
experience of it. It is the difficulty, of course, implicit in all consideration of 
non-Western art, but it is particularly acute in the case of Kngwarreye because 
her work at once appears so close to us and so distant, instantly recognisable in 
its quality and yet emerging from so unlikely a source. It is not only the enigma 
of how an 80-year old Aboriginal woman with very limited contact with 
Western culture could produce such visually “literate” objects, but also of why 
we feel so compelled to acknowledge the greatness of something that seems so 
alien, that is free of any of the conventional criteria by which we ordinarily 
judge art. 
 
It is this interpretive dilemma that will be highlighted in the Queensland Art 
Gallery’s large 100-work retrospective of Kngwarreye opening in February 
1998, Alhalkere: Paintings from Utopia. The exhibition’s curators – who 
included the artist herself – very intelligently make this “methodological” 
problem of how to approach the work one of the exhibition’s central issues. In 
the catalogue to accompany the show, a number of commissioned essays 
explore such aspects of Kngwarreye’s oeuvre as the meaning of gesture, the 
connections and contradictions between traditional and urban Aboriginal art, 
and survey the various critical responses to her work. Co-ordinating curator 
Margo Neale, in her curatorial proposal, spells out the guiding motivation for 
the exhibition: “It is the extraordinary degree to which [Kngwarreye’s] work, 
life and practice diverged from the Western norm (while transcending cultural 
boundaries) that will prove an intellectual as well as visual challenge”. 
 
The essays in the catalogue, after noting the ways in which our existing critical 
categories are not adequate to Kngwarreye’s work, end with a plea for a more 
sensitive understanding of Aboriginal art, an opening up of these concepts better 
to take account of it. But, if we can say this, this is in the end only to assimilate 
Aboriginal art into white culture, to lose what is unique and irreplaceable about 
it. It is to suggest that our current frameworks can be stretched to include 
Kngwarreye’s example, that we do have words for what it represents. Rather, 
we might want to think that this work is unspeakable within our discourse and 
only speakable within it – but that what we recognise when we encounter it, 
what we try to give voice to, is something that lies outside of it. It is the very 
experience of art itself, which is the contradiction, the antinomy, between the 
subjective and the objective, the singular and the universal, the formal and the 
social. And perhaps the shock of Kngwarreye’s work – the strangeness of it for 
most of us brought up in the post-modern ‘80s – is this encounter with art or 
aesthetics itself. But it is a shock that is not to be seen outside of the usual ways 
we think about art – which is to suggest that one day we will familiarise 
ourselves with it – but only as the collapse within them. 
 
In the end, it would be far more radical, paradoxically, not to speak about the 
challenge posed by Kngwarreye’s “spiritualty”, “attachment” to the land or 
“iconic” abstraction, but to say that all of these are only an “illusion” brought 
about by the failure of our own critical language, a sort of mirage or false 
“beyond” produced by its self-contradiction and turning upon itself in its 
encounter with the work. It would be more productive to see Kngwarreye not as 
representing these things, but as a kind of “void”, a nowhere, a utopia or 
erewhon, implicit in every work and experience of art. It is to suggest that with 
regard to her work it is not a matter of any final assimilation or reconciliation, 
but of thinking at once that all of our available critical terms fail and that there 
are no others, that no matter how far we shift our conceptual bases to 
incorporate her work, we will always miss it, that the necessity to make efforts 
to take it into account is incessant and never-ending. 
 
This is what we want to emphasise in relation to Kngwarreye’s work: that our 
inability to speak about it is not to be explained because it is simply “beyond”, 
but testifies instead to a lack that is already here; that the failure adequately to 
comprehend the work is not to be overcome or solved but is what the work is. It 
is to think again the indissociable bond between the universal and the particular 
at stake in the work of art, between the sublime and that little piece of the “real” 
with which it comes, between these most heroic heights of Western abstraction 
and the contingency of this elderly Aboriginal woman who makes them 
possible. It is a matter of admitting that the true mystery of this work – and of 
Aboriginal art in general – is not that it is simply other to us but that it is only a 
reflection of our own gaze upon it, that it was made for us and is meant for us 
(the fact that Aboriginal “art” is only a Western invention). 
 
     
 
It is to think that the elevation of Kngwarreye as the most exalted embodiment 
of Western culture, her entry into the canon of great white modernists, is the 
exact equivalent to the repression and exclusion of Aboriginal people from 
everyday Australian life – or, what is the same thing, that this repression finds 
its symptom in the impossible presence of Knwarreye herself amongst us. This 
is the radical political reality of her work, and why it should not only always be 
hung next to a portrait of Kngwarreye herself, but why it is ultimately a 
“portrait” of the white Australians who come to look at it. 
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